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“Social Media Amplified Mistaken Death Report”
Erroneous reporting began with Twitter post by student journalist and spread.

PAUL FARHI The Washington Post
Novice reporters have long been admonished to double-check a news tip, even if the tip happens to be that your mother says she loves you. In the case of Joe Paterno’s death, some forgot the basics.

The result was a chain reaction of misreporting that grew blindly from a student journalist’s Twitter post erroneously suggesting that Paterno, 85, had succumbed to lung cancer on Saturday night. The legendary former Penn State football coach actually died Sunday morning, about 14 hours after some media sources had already declared him dead.

Two inaccurate reports occurred locally.

WBRE-TV 28 broke into regular programming just after 9 p.m. Saturday to report Paterno had died.

Dawn Miller, WBRE producer, said there were three sources reporting Paterno’s death before anchor/reporter Eric Deabill went on air during regular programming.

Miller said CBSSports.com, the NBC affiliate’s news wire service and a tweet from Onward State, a student run online news organization serving the Penn State campus, were the source of information Saturday night.

WBRE retracted the report of Paterno’s death after learning it was inaccurate, Miller said.

Go Lackawanna, a weekly newspaper published by Impressions Media, the parent company of The Times Leader, posted on its website that Paterno died Saturday night.

Loran Lewis, a professor in the communications studies department at Wilkes University in Wilkes-Barre, said social media and the rush to be first creates problems.

“It’s always been part of the media to be the first one with the scoop,” Lewis said. “The downside of that great rush with new technologies and social media, everything happens so quickly. There are few gate keepers in between the reporters and the publication. There used to be two or three editors that will look at a story before it goes out. Now you can send it out unmonitored.”

The premature reporting suggests the “me-too” nature of the news media in a digital age. It also says much about the power of Twitter, a favorite tool of journalists for quickly spreading commentary and news — including, it turns out, the inaccurate kind.

The domino that tipped over the entire line on Saturday was a tweet from a student-run Web site, Onward State, that covers the State College community.

“Our sources can now confirm: Joseph Vincent Paterno has passed away tonight at the age of 85,” the site reported via Twitter around 8:45 p.m.

Almost immediately, the information was picked up and relayed as fact by a series of Web sites, including CBSSports.com, the Huffington Post and the Daily Beast. Based on these postings, other journalists jumped in with tweets of their own.

Except Onward State had gotten some seriously bad information.

In a posting on the site on Sunday, Davis Shaver, Onward’s founder, explained that one of his writers, whom he would not identify, had received the information about Paterno’s death around 8 p.m. He said the information came from a source, whom Shaver also would not identify, who said that Paterno’s passing had been confirmed in an e-mail sent to Penn State athletes by a high-ranking school official.

Times Leader reporter Edward Lewis contributed to this report.
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